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Correspondence with the German Government respecting

the Death by Burning of J. P. Genower, Able Seaman,

when Prisoner of War at Brandenburg Camp.

No. 1.

Memorandum for communication to the German Government through the Netherlands

Legation (British Section), Berlin.

UNOFFICIAL information has been received to the effect that John Player

Genower, able seaman, official No. J. 8361, late of H.M.S. "Nestor," has died at

Br-andenburg Camp whilst interned as a prisoner of war in Germany.
His Majesty's Government would be glad to learn whether this report is correct,

and, if so, the date, place, and cause of death, and place of burial.

Foreign Office, April 28, 1917.

No. 2.

Sir W. Townley to Mr. Balfour.—{Received May 5.)

HIS Majesty's representative at The Hague presents his compliments to His

Majesty's Principal Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs and has the honour to

transmit herewith copy of the undermentioned communication received from the

Netherlands Legation at Berlin (British Section).

British Legation, The Hague,
April 26, 1917.

Enclosure 1 in No. 2.

THE Netherlands Legation (British Section) in Berlin presents its compliments

to the British Legation at The Hague and, with reference to the note verhale of

the Imperial Foreign Offtce, dated the 15th January, 1917, relative to the reciprocal

notification of the names of prisoners of war who have met with violent deaths in

captivity. 1 has the honour to transmit herewith a copy of a note verbale from the

Imperial Foreign Office, dated the 10th April, 1917, concerning the death of John

Genower, a British prisoner of war at Brandenburg a/Havel.

Berlin, April 14, 1917.

Enclosure 2 in No. 2.

Note verbale.

WITH reference to the German Foreign Office note of the 15th January last,^

addressed to the American Embassy, the Foreign Office have the honour to inform

the Netherlands Legation that the British prisoner of war, John Genower, who was

bom in London on the 29th August, 1892, and belonged to the parent camp at

Brandenburg a/Havel, died on the 9th March last in consequence of burns.

Berlin, Apiril 10, 1917.

1 Not printed.
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No. 3.

Memorandum for communication to the Netherlands Minister (British Section)

at Berlin.

WITH reference to the despatch from the Netherlands Legation (British

Section) at Berlin of the 14th ultimo, enclosing copy of a note verbale fr-om the

German Government regarding the death of John Genower, a British prisoner of

war belonging to the camp at Brandenburg a/Havel, His Majesty's Government
regret to observe that the information supplied in the note verbale is wholly
insufficient.

His Majesty's Government would therefore be much obliged if they might be
furnished with more detailed information regarding the circumstances in which
Genower met his death. In this connection His Majesty's Government would refer

to the Foreign Office memorandum of the 7th instant regarding the notification

of deaths of prisoners of war from violent causes.

In view of the foregoing, it is requested that the Foreign Office memorandum
of the 28th ultimo enquiring as to the death of Genower may be regarded as

cancelled unless any action which Dr. van Vredenburg may have already been good
enough to take therein should furnish the further information desired.

Foreign Ojfice, May 12, 1917.

No. 4.

Memorandum for communication to the German Government through the

Netherlands Legation (British Section), Berlin.

THE following is an extract from a report by eight Spanish seamen who were
captured from the steamship " Gravina " by a German submarine. The incident

narrated occurred at Brandenburg Camp apparently about the first week in March
last:

—

" Three days after arrival in camp we were awakened by the cries of the

Eussians who slept in the hut. We looked out of the door and saw prisoners

running out of all the huts, the whole camp was afoot. Everybody was running
maddening from one side to the other. The guard being quite unable to manage
them. What had happened? There was one hut apart from the others which
served as a dungeon where they shut up prisoners who were rebellious. That
day six Russians, one Frenchman, and one Englishman were undergoing this

punishment. Just against the hut there was a small workshop for repairs.

Somebody had made a fire which had caught the timbers of the small prison.

The prisoner's noticed it, and called out naturally to be let out, but in vain.

The sentry remained unmoved. No doubt he was waiting orders from his

superiors. Those inside the dungeon were being choked. The Englishman broke
the panes of a small window with the idea of freeing himself and his com-
panions. The sentry seeing him leaning out of the windovv^ gave him a
tremendous bayonet thrust in the chest. The wounded man fell like lead. A
small but revolting struggle then took place. The prisoners attempted to get

out, and the German soldier reddened his bayonet again and again with the

blood of the men shut up, who saw with horror that the fire was increasing.

The conflagration could not be extinguished by the other prisoners until it had
done its work. The eight unhappy individuals who occupied the dungeon were
corpses. For an hour afterwards nothing was heard but shouts of indignation.

It looked as if a formidable outbreak would take place. The guards were
immediately reinforced, and we were surrounded by a number of German
soldiers. The commander of the camp issued an order stating that he was. sorry
for what had occurred, and that on the following day he would allow the funeral
of the victims to take place with ceremony.

" The Russians, who were skilful carpenters, made the coffins. When they
were ready the cortege was organised to carry the bodies to the cemetery which
was outside the camp, and where already four thousand prisoners lie buried.
Fifty Russians led the procession carrying large wooden crosses. Following

1 See No. 1.



the six coffins of the Russians carried by the compaLriots marched the remainder
of the Eussian prisoners. Then followed the coffin of the Frenchman escorted

by those of his nationality and the eight Spaniards, and last of all the body
01 the Englishman and his fellow-countrymen. The chief officers of the camp
formed part of the procession. Some ten thousand prisoners left the camp on
the road to the cemetery abovit half a league away, proceeding along the road
bordered with pine trees and on the banks of a river. On arrival at the
cemetery the three groups divided, and each one interred their dead comrades
according to religious customs, pronouncing a short discourse afterwards. We
returned to the camp' as night was falling, each one carried an impression of the
sad scenes which would not be blotted out. Some prayed and others cursed, and
in the solitude of the night each one lying on his rough pallet thought with
greater intensity of his destined home and his beloved ones."

His Majesty's Government would be glad to be furnished with the observations
of the German Government on this story, and with the name of the Englishman who
died in the fire if he in fact perished as stated.

Foreign Office, June 22, 1917.

No. 5.

Memorandum for communication to the Netherlands Minister (British

Section) at Berlin.

HIS Majesty's Government would be greatly obliged if they might be informed
whether it has been found possible to obtain the information requested in the Foreign
Office memorandum of the 12th May, regarding the death of John Genower, a
British prisoner of war at Brandenburg.

Foreign Office, July 10, 1917.

No. 6.

Extract from Report of Captain C. V. Fox, D.S.O., Scots Guards, escaped
Prisoner of War.

July 10, 1917.
"Just before I arrived at this camp (Brandenburg) one Englishman had been

burnt to death, and this was the story as I was told it. The man had been sentenced
to imprisonment in the " Strafe " prison, Avhich was a long building. One day a
fire broke out in this building at one end; inside the place were 11 Russians,
2 Frenchmen, and 1 Englishman, a Royal Naval man. As soon as the fire was
noticed the other- men about the camp called to the guard to come and unlock the
doors, this they refused to do, and the prisoners were driven from one end of the
building to the other until they arrived at the last window. The flames were
terrifying them, and the Englishman made a jump to get through the wdndow, a
sentry who was watching him rushed up and plunged his bayonet into him, causing
him to fall back into the flames. A number of the other prisoners standing round
seeing this action rushed the building and managed to get one Frenchman and
three Russians out alive, the others were all burned to death."

No. 7.

Sir W. Townley to Mr. Balfour.—{Received J idy 24.)

HIS Majesty's Representative at The Hague presents his compliments to His
Majesty's Principal Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, and has the honour to
transmit herewith copy of a communication received from the Netherlands Minister
(British Section) at Berlin.

British Legation, The Hague,
July 21, 1917.
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Enclosure in No. 7.

THE Netherlands Legation (British Section) at Berlin presents its compliments
to the British Legation at The Hague, and, with reference to the memorandum of

the British Foreign Office, dated the 22nd June last, regarding the death of a British
prisoner of war in a fire reported to have taken place in the camp at Brandenburg,
has the honour to refer to its despatch, dated the 14th April last, which transmitted
a copy of a note verhale from the Imperial Foreign Office, dated the 10th April,
1917,^ containing the statement that the British prisoner of war, John Genower,
perished in a fire in Brandenburg. This is evidently the man to whom the report
refers. Nevertheless the Netherlands Legation is forwarding the above-mentioned
memoraiidum to the Imperial Foreign Office, and will not fail to transmit, in due
course, its reply in the matter.

Berlin, July 6, 1917.

No. 8.

Mr. Balfour to Sir W. Townley.

(Telegraphic.) Foreign Office, July 25, 1917.
PLEASE request Netherlands Legation to obtain as soon as possible the

observations of the German Government on the circumstances of the death of
Genower at Brandenburg by burning. Inform Legation that corroboration
of the Spanish sailors' story conveyed in my despatch of the 22nd June- has been
received, and enquire whether more than one British subject was burnt in the fire

at Brandenburg.

No. 9.

Sir W. Townley to Mr. Balfour.—{Received Atigust 7.)

HIS Majesty's representative at The Hague presents his compliments to His
Majesty's Principal Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs and has the honour to

transmit herewith copy of a communication received from the Netherlands Minister
(British Section) at Berlin.

British Legation, The Hague,
August 2, 1917.

Enclosure 1 in No. 9.

THE Netherlands Legation (British Section) at Berlin presents its compliments
to the British Legation at The Hague and, with reference to the latter "s communi-
cation dated the 18th May, 1917, enclosing British Foreign Office note dated the

12th May, 1917,^' regarding the death of John Genower, a British prisoner of war,
has the honour to transmit herewith a copy of a note verhale from the Imperial
Foreign Office dated the 19th Julv, 1917, in the premises.

In this connection the Legation ventures to add that with its note dated the

6th July, 1917,* it transmitted further information regarding John Genower.

Jtily 24, 1917. __________„____________

Enclosure 2 in No. 9.

Note verhale.

THE Foreign Office has the honour to inform the Eoyal Netherlands Legation,

with reference to its note of the 22nd May last, that the British prisoner of war,
John Genower, reported dead as the result of burns, is buried in the cemetery of

Brandenburg (Havel) Prisoners' Camp.

Berlin, July 19, 1917.

1 See No. 2. '- See No. 4. 3 See No. 3. * See No. 7.



No. 10.

Si?- W. Townley to Mr. Balfour.— {Received September 24.)

HIS Majesty's representative at The Hague presents his compliments to the

Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs and has the honour to transmit herewith

copy of a note from the German Government received through the Netherlands

Ministry for Foreign Affairs.

British Legation, The Hague,
Sepemher 14, 1917.

Enclosure in No. 10.

Note verhale from the German Government.

AS has already been demonstrated in an article in the " Norddeutsche

Allgemeine Zeitung," No. 218, of the 9th August, entitled " Truth and Falsehood,"

the story given in the British Government's memorandum of the 22nd June, and

published in a similar form by Reuter's Agency, obviously with an incentive object,

does not in any way correspond with the facts.

What occurred was that when the fire started in the detached barracks at noon

on the 9th March, 1917, everything possible was done to save the prisoners in the

punishment cells., Unfortunately tie fire spread so rapidly and the vpiume of

smoke was so great in the cells that the attempts at rescue were not completely

successful.

The spntry on guard near the cells at once gave the alarm, and himself gave

energetic assistance in the work of rescue. To say that the prisoners who tried to

get out through the windows were attacked by him with a bayonet is a malicious

fabrication. On the contrary he, together with other German soldiers, aided the

prisoners in the difficult task of climbing through the windows. It was found possible

to save all the men who showed themselves at the windows.

It has been impossible to establish with certainty the origin of the fire. The
cells had been inspected and found in good order that very day. After the fire the

burnt remains of a packet of tobacco were found in one of the cells. It is not

impossible that one of the prisoners had smoked contrary to orders and had fallen

asleep with his pipe alight and so set fire to his mattress.

Among the prisoners who were burnt to death or suffocated by the smoke was
the British seaman, John Genower, of H.M.S. "Nestor," who had been taken

prisoner at the battle of the Skagerrak on the 1st June, 1916. He was in prison

awaiting trial on a charge of insubordination. No other British prisoner perished

through the fire.

The thorough judicial investigation held on the matter shows that no blame for

the regrettable accident attaches to any of the Gennan staff.

Berlin, September 3, 1917.

No. 11.

Memoraiidam for communication to the h'etheriands Legation {British Section)

at Berlin.

HIS Majesty's Government have the honour to state that they have now
received further information from two prisoners of war, formerly interned at

Brandenburg, which confirms the story of the Spanish seamen, which was contained

in the Foreign Office memorandum of the 22nd June last.^

One of these prisoners has made the following statement:

—

" He (Genower) was confined in cells. The reason was this as far as I can

certify. When the barge left Maser with the men and arrived at the Brandenburg
jetty, men are told off to make the barge secure. Unhappily Genower jumped
off the barge before it stopped. The consequence was a German hit Genower

1 See No. 4.



, .6
in the face with the muzzle of his rifle and cut it. Genower went to the

doctor and had his face dressed. A few days after they came and put him in

cells without any trial whatever, and there he remained till his death. The cell

barrack is all built of wood, something like match-boarding. They had a sitove

in the passage of the cells. Well, one forenoon in winter, say about 11.45 a.m.,

just before dinner, we saw smoke rising from the cells. At the time we thought
it was the parcel office on fire, which is next to the cells, and took no notice,

till one of the men shouted: ' The cells were on fire! ' With that, we all made
our way to the cells as fast as possible.. One man by the name of Bates had a
large hatchet, which with a few strong blows would have smashed the sides in,

but he was not allowed to use it, and it was taken away by a German, and not

one of the naval ratings was allowed to go near the cells. I myself was there

on the spot. They placed a cordon of German soldiers at a distance of sixty

yards around the cells, with rifles loaded and fixed bayonets, so as we could not get

near. During the meantime nothing was being done to get the prisoners out
or put the fire out. I happened to make enquiries of the interpreter of the cells,

who was a Russian. I asked iiim what was the reason the cell door was not

opened when the fire was first noticed, and he told me that the sentry, who was
a private soldier, dared not open any of the doors till the under-officer came
and gave him orders to do so, consequently, the door leading to the cells was
never opened, and we could hear the poor fellows inside screaming. It was
heartrending, and all us chaps standing there helpless. Afterwards, I heard
that the key of the cells was lost, also I heard that Genower tried to get out
through the small square window, but was run through with the sentry's

bayonet. Five Russians, one French, and one Englishman were burnt to death."

The other statement is as follows:

—

" I do not remember the date when the cells were burnt down. Being an
eye-witness, I claim to be an authority. The cause of the fire was not known, but
what is known is a British blue-jacket (Genower), a French soldier, and five

Russians were burnt alive without any attempt being made to release them. I

went down with some men whose intention it was to save life. What I saw was
Genower forcing the upper part of his body through the small window he had
broken. The sentry seeing him, drove his bayonet through the man's chest and
sent him reeling back into the fire. A rush forward was made to break the
place open, but we were driven off by other armed Germans who had arrived on
the scene."

The above statements by two eye-witnesses of the occurrence confirm the

information already in the possession of His Majesty's Government regarding the

conduct of the German guard in this case.

All comment upon action which results in the burning alive of helpless prisoners

of war seems superfluous; but His Majesty's Government note that whereas,

according to the evidence of one of the eye-witnesses, it was considered impossible

to s'ave human life without orders from a superior, no hesitation whatever was
shown in destroying life when the victim endeavoured to escape, superior official

approbation being taken for granted.

Foreign Office, February 28, 1918.
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